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Abstract
This literature review advocates for the general needs of the growing aging population and
focuses on how art as therapy programming can best support those needs. Arts programming,
with an art therapy-inspired lens, can address the many needs of the older adult population and
may promote meaningful connections between (1) the client and the art materials, (2) the client
and self (both current and former), (3) the client and the facilitator/therapist, (4) the client and
dyad or small groups and (5) the client and the community. The power of art therapy practices
serves as the framework of this literature review, as it has been deemed beneficial for the older
adult population and may have an impact on their quality of life. This literature review ultimately
reveals that using art as therapy programming, with the aging population, can have a positive
effect on their mental, physical and emotional wellbeing.
Keywords: Older adults, aging, grief, loss, social isolation, loneliness, cognitive
stimulation, art as therapy, connections, community
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Using Art as Therapy with Older Adults to Foster Connections and Establish Community
Introduction
As a country, the United States is trying to keep up with the rapid increase in older adult
population. Statistics show that “More than 10,000 people turn 65 every day in the United
States” (US Department of Health and Human Services, 2018). With a growing aging
population, comes drastic life changes and experiences that have a direct impact on older adults
physical and mental functioning. This literature review will begin by identifying the common
needs and areas of concern regarding the older adult population, which generally include, but are
not limited to, grief and loss, social isolation and loneliness and cognitive decline. In the
following, literature will be discussed to further define art as therapy and highlight the ways in
which art as therapy can address these needs by fostering connections between client and art,
client and self—both current and former—client and facilitator, client and dyad or small groups
and client and their community.
The term “art as therapy” incorporates insight on how techniques and educational art
projects can be therapeutic and incorporate psychotherapy practices but is not limited to
traditional art therapy practices. As an art therapist in training, I find that the term, art as therapy,
is applicable to my role as a student and intern at an independent living facility for older
adults. Due to the fact that I am a student in an art therapy program, the literature that is
presented in this review may be biased, based on my studies and placement with older adults,
which has influenced the topics, themes and structure of this paper. In what follows, I will
review literature that encapsulates the use of art as therapy programming with older adults and
the many ways in which the art-making process, facilitated by a professional with art therapy
training, fosters connections and establishes community.
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Literature Review
Needs of Older Adults
It is common that our older adult population is categorized by their abilities and or
limitations, as there are homes, programs and interventions put into place to support those needs
directly. Often times, the general needs of the aging population can be overlooked. A lot of the
age-related needs, which are not as apparent as medical needs, may be unaddressed and
unacknowledged. This can impact older adults’ physical, mental, emotional and social wellbeing. This section will identify the areas in which older adults often suffer, in ways that are not
as clearly identifiable or recognizable but have just as much of an impact on their quality of life.
Grief and loss. Inevitably, as people age, they experience many forms of loss. According
to Rubin (2010), “People are living longer lives these days, and despite those who want to look
only on the bright side, aging carries with it inevitable and potentially painful losses—of people,
position, role, resources and facilities” (p. 184). Many individuals are suffering from their losses
and may not have the support or resources that they need to cope as they grieve and mourn,
which can manifest in many ways. Bertman (1999) emphasized the ways in which delayed grief
can manifest itself, listing off symptoms that include “overactivity, withdrawal, emergence of
symptoms related to the terminal illness of the deceased, character changes, and unwarranted
hostility toward specific individuals” (p. 242). Bertman also expressed concern on ways in which
unaddressed grief can adversely influence emotional and social development. In response to
these symptoms, Bertman suggested several ways in which these symptoms can be allayed,
which included saying goodbyes, assuring continuity and focusing on relationships and meaning
beyond death to overall encourage the grieving process. Having a space to address and
acknowledge the losses in order to cope with the grief is essential.
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In therapeutic practices, it is often recommended that participants lean into the
discomfort, to access, explore and gain a better understanding of what is activating these feelings
associated with loss and what can help reduce the reactions of anxiety and depression. As stated
by Bertman (1999), “When provided with support and guidance, grieving persons can experience
rapid changes in attitudes, emotions and lifestyle” (p. 23). Considering the severity of grief and
how it may affect physical, psychological and social well-being functioning, without support and
adequate expression, points to the need for older adults to be supported in expressing their grief
which can be utilized in the art as therapy practice.
Social isolation and loneliness. Older adults may have limited connections to friends
and family, as well as, minimal access to resources or facilities that may link them to social
engagement opportunities, causing the aging population to experience social isolation and
loneliness. Lakin and Burke (2019) acknowledged the severity of loneliness by stating,
“Loneliness is a growing public health problem—a hidden epidemic threatening our well-being,
and even our livelihood” (p. 285). This so called “hidden epidemic” is more common than we are
aware of and may directly impact older adults living in communities more than expected. Lakin
and Burke reported that loneliness was less common among people living alone or in very small
settings and surprisingly more common among residents of larger community living settings.
This statement is a reminder of the difference between being alone and being lonely, and how
being surrounded by other people does not necessarily mean that older adults are more actively
involved.
Loneliness can be a component and cause for mental health issues, such as depression,
but may also contribute to other declining health issues that may not be as obvious. Lakin and
Burke (2019) expressed the concerns of loneliness and social isolation and suggested that these
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factors deserve greater attention as they are contributors to the decline in both physical and
mental health. Lakin and Burke furthered this concern by stating, “declining physical health and
pervasive depression-like symptoms that decrease enjoyment of activities, lower interest in one’s
environment, reduce motivation, and generally diminish quality of life, presumably as much for
people with severe disabilities as for everyone else” (p. 285). Encouraging older adults to
participate in programs and community events can improve socialization and decrease the
likelihood of experiencing mental and physical symptoms caused by loneliness. “As we work
better to understand the impacts of loneliness, social isolation and purpose in life, we need more
ways to support the holistic wellness of older adults as they age” (Partridge, 2019, p. 117).
Developing arts-based interventions to support older adults while addressing these impacts can
positively affect their overall well-being.
Cognitive stimulation. Limited opportunities for cognitive stimulation can put the aging
population at risk for physical, mental and emotional decline and impairment. Studies show that
changes in cognitive functioning often affect older adults’ ability to perform daily tasks that
require executive functioning skills. Due to the fact that executive functioning is responsible for
a variety of skills including, but not limited to attention, memory, emotion regulation,
organization and planning, disruption in these life skills can be contributing factors in visual,
hearing, speech and mobility impairments, ultimately, interfering with daily living, and
compromising older adults’ ability to live independently.
Whether the cognitive decline is associated with medical or psychological illness or
diseases, there is literature addressing and raising awareness of this concern, typically
highlighting the importance of prevention and interventions. Lee et al. (2018) raised awareness
of cognitive decline among the aging population and gathered information about treatment that
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may prevent and delay diminishment and developing diseases such as dementia. The art therapy
interventions used in their study were said to, “simultaneously stimulate cognitive functioning
and provide psychological engagement” (Lee et al., 2019, p. 24). Cognitive stimulation can
support brain aging and can combat or improve illnesses or diseases linked to cognitive decline.
Cohen, (as cited in Malchiodi, 2012) stated, “Research shows that even during old age the brain
is still in a state of development and can be stimulated by engagement in activities” (p. 275).
Interventions, such as art as therapy programming, are sensory stimulating. Providing art-based
programs can prevent brain aging by paying attention to physical, mental and emotional abilities.
This can assist brain functioning and build neuroplasticity to provide older adults with
opportunities to “rewire areas of the brain related to executive functioning” (Malchiodi, 2012, p.
23). Arts-engagement can allow facilitators to assess and engage with individuals and formulate
directives and interventions that improve brain functioning and prevent continual diminishment.
Fostering Connections with Arts-Based Engagement
This section focuses on how art as therapy through arts-based engagement allow
participants to foster connections with the materials provided, their current and former self, the
facilitator, their peers in Dyad and small groups and their community. Utilizing the arts to
promote creative expressions in order to foster these connections is a multilayered process.
Among the goals Stephenson (2013) identified when working with older adults is to encourage
connections to others and support movement toward gerotranscendence, the theory that suggests
that with aging comes a new outlook and understanding of life. Stephenson (2013) concluded
that this theory of gerotranscendence, “holds that a person can create the capacity to continue to
be motivated towards growth and self-actualization” (p. 157). This goal acknowledges the
importance of understanding the older adult population and supports the importance of
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meaningful arts-based engagement, to provide a space for older adults to expand their life
experiences. The presentation of connections provided below begin at a micro level, as one
connects with their internal self and expands to a macro level as they are encouraged to identify
and establish connections in relation to community.
Art as therapy. The American Art Therapy Association (AATA) defines art therapy as,
“an integrative mental health and human services profession that enriches the lives of
individuals, families, and communities through active art-making, creative process, applied
psychological theory, and human experience within a psychotherapeutic relationship” (“About
Art Therapy,” 2017, para. 1). Art as therapy practices are inspired by the art therapy model, in
which the facilitator provides art as a therapeutic process, without the need for a clinical
diagnosis or treatment plan. Cohen (as cited in Stephenson, 2013) claimed, “Research has shown
that participation in creative arts can improve self-esteem, well-being, and physical health” (p.
151). Art as therapy allows room for the older adult population to create, learn, explore and
express themselves, through a psychotherapeutic framework.
Formulating an art-based activity that is developmentally appropriate, in order to capture
and enhance a sense of purpose for the group requires that each individual's abilities and
limitations are taken into consideration. Buchalter (2011) supported this theory by stating, “The
individual has to be well understood, and instead of encouraging the clients to conform to
traditional group standards, the groups standards need to be flexible and specifically oriented to
meet the senior clients’ needs” (p. 15). Using the arts in this way, where modifications are
offered and each person is encouraged to participate in the creative process to the best of their
ability, with a directive that has a purpose and goal beyond the finished product is where the art
as therapy lies.
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Client & art materials. Assessing an individual as they present in the therapeutic space
and how they may interact with the materials within the art making experience may be a way for
a facilitator to obtain information about their client. Partridge (2019) expressed, “The art
therapist can and should pay attention to the small, simple gestures and marks, finding ways to
communicate without words” (p. 26) The art as therapy process works effectively as a source of
communication, without requiring verbal exchanges, which can be beneficial for the older adult
population as they experience cognitive and physical declines that may interfere with their ability
to express themselves verbally. According to Chancellor, Duncan and Chatterjee (2014) “First,
art therapy relies on preserved abilities rather than attempting to correct disabilities. Second, art
therapy provides a vehicle for emotional expression in patients who have trouble communicating
verbally” (p. 4). Chancellor et al. described how art therapy practices honor and rely on each
individual's ability, often by offering inclusive directives and the ability to provide modifications
and adaptations, when needed. Chancellor et al. also expressed the significance of providing
suitable materials and mediums by stating, “The choice of artistic media may be relevant. Art
therapists typically use media with particular diagnoses or treatment goals in mind” (p. 6).
Information that is gathered during an assessment or initial intake can be useful as the facilitator,
or therapist, begins to develop a plan for future sessions.
Choosing the appropriate media and methods supports, encourages and fosters
engagement with the materials. Certain properties of art materials are known to evoke different
responses. Getting familiar with the Expressive Therapies Continuum (ETC) can influence the
creative experience for older adults. For example, “Media were identified as fluid and likely to
evoke emotion, or solid and likely to evoke internal structure during the creative act” (Hinz,
2009, p. 30). If the goal of the session was to evoke emotional response, providing more fluid
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materials, such as watercolors, may contribute to an affective experience. When developing
interventions, media choice is more complex than it may seem.
Depending on the individual, it’s important to gauge where they may fall
developmentally, taking physical and cognitive functioning into consideration, through
observations and actively listening to the expressed needs of older adults as human beings.
Bookbinder (2016) coined the term Patient-Centered Care (PCC) as a way to “listen, respect and
values the patient’s perspective” (p. 86). This practice helps to recognize individuals and allow
older adults to have a voice in their decision-making for care services. PCC practices are an
example of how important it is to involve and respect the needs of older adults from their own
perspective, to provide appropriate creative experiences that matter. Addressing an older adults
functioning, from several perspectives, can inform task complexity and task structure for each
intervention.
Hinz (2009) described this format of the ETC to be an effective way to structure the
sometimes confusing, but always powerful, ways in which art media and experiences can heal.
Guidelines and suggestions about which media and methods to use can be found in the ETC,
which is one assessment approach developed in the art therapy profession.
Client & self: Current and former. Increasing self-esteem can reduce some of the pentup anxiety or depression that may be experienced by the aging population. “Art therapy can
increase their self-esteem and offer experiences that develop aspects of their identities that were
unexplored as younger persons” (Stephenson, 2013, p. 151). Art is an effective tool in allowing
people to gain access to memories and can be the most appropriate platform for older adults to
share their stories. With the older adult population, it may be more difficult to do so, due to
physical or mental limitations, making it difficult to access memories or share their stories. Art
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can be an effective tool in stimulating the brain through interactions that require physical, mental
and emotional engagement. Horwitz and Huss (2016) expressed the significance of stimulation
and communication, focusing on how the project presented used the emotional brain and
accessed long-term memory. Horwitz and Huss claimed that this process, “helps connect the
participant with their former self and with meaningful interactions” (p. 298). As a facilitator,
developing programs and holding the space for meaningful interactions for older adults to
connect with their former selves provides them a chance to share their stories. Similarly, Kates
(2015) addressed the appropriateness and importance of life review because she believes that
there is some lessening of interest of the present moment and commonly more concentration on
the past. Based on her learning, tapping into past events through visual imagery became a natural
source and a highly reflective experience.
Providing achievable tasks that address the needs of older adults can nurture the creative
process, while incorporating the goal of accomplishment, which can allow individuals to
establish purpose and reclaim their identity, through independence. Inclusive art directives can
promote feelings of resilience and independence while simultaneously creating opportunities for
older adults to connect with their current and former self. A shift in one’s self-perception can be
altered during the aging process. Malchiodi (2012) mentioned that during the aging process,
roles shift with retirement and within families and communities. She also added that the loss and
grief that older adults experience may alter one’s self concept. When Malchiodi referred to this
shift in self-perception, she suggested, “art expression is one way to help older adults examine
these changes, make adjustments, and accept the aging process” (p. 280).
Client & art therapist. As a trained facilitator, developing an authentic relationship
with older adults can happen in many ways, but require that the facilitator is willing to do their
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part by actively working to support and best serve the client. One of the major areas of focus is
creating a meaningful, supportive and safer space for the older adult to explore and express
themselves through art materials. This is a skill required by the art therapist. “It is important to
understand how creative expression through art making is meaningful to older persons and what
types of therapeutic environments best enhance this experience” (Stephenson, 2013, p. 151). In
doing so, the art therapist is setting the tone for the sessions and is actively working to
consistently provide a space where trust can be built in order to foster the client and therapist
relationship. Stephenson (2013) mentioned the importance of the therapeutic presence and how it
is the art therapist’s role to involve informed leadership by providing, “supportive and enriching
environment that is respectful of participants’ wisdom and life experiences while also
acknowledging their physical needs by adapting the space and tools accordingly” (p. 156). This
requires that the facilitator is well equipped with the capability to confidently modify and adapt
when needed. Since the needs of each individual vary, this process involves knowing the needs
of the population you serve and the ability to obtain information through observations and
interactions, to prepare for the older adult that you are developing a therapeutic relationship with.
With the ability to adapt and modify to properly provide meaningful arts-based engagement,
older adults may feel more compelled to participate, given the effort and thought that is put into
the session.
Preparing the space and offering appropriate materials for exploration is a useful process
that is mentioned by Bookbinder. Bookbinder (2016) suggested that exploration of materials is a
process that can help participants build trust to form a therapeutic relationship with the art
therapist. When working with the older adult population, it is important to develop inclusive and
sensitive experiences, incorporating both verbal and non-verbal directives. Malchiodi (2012),
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explained, “Art therapy is a powerful tool in communication. It is now widely acknowledged that
art expression is a way to visually communicate thoughts and feelings that are too painful to put
into words” (p. viii). As mentioned previously, in whichever way someone's ability to
communicate verbally may be limited or inaccessible, there are other forms of connections and
communication that can be explored throughout the art-making process. Connecting with
individuals through non-verbal communication requires the ability to be attentive in emotion and
expression. Some ways to engage with or assess an individual non-verbally may be through eye
contact, facial expression, body posture and sometimes even response to touch. Offering nontraditional ways of communicating can be an important tool when forming connections with
others who may have difficulty verbally expressing themselves.
Rubin (2010) suggested that after the space is conducted and the client’s needs are
assessed and identified, “It is also necessary to form a respectful alliance with those being
served, so that the work is truly cooperative” (p. 80). Incorporating the arts, as a way to engage,
express and connect with older adults is another one of the many strengths of what art making
has to offer. Schroder (2005) provided an example of how the arts can be useful by stating, “in
the spirit of journeying with my client, and initiating a safe, trusting relationship, I found mutual
art making to be very helpful” (p.15). Utilizing the mutual art making process with older adults
early on in the therapeutic relationship can relieve some of the fears, worries, judgments and
unknowns that may be present. Kates (2005) raised awareness about people of the older
generation and their desire, or lack thereof, to create or play by stating, “For both men and
women of this generation, the allowance to play and play with art materials was not assumed to
be permitted or familiar activity” (“Participants,” para. 4). Actively participating and involving
the self into the experiences, as a facilitator, has many benefits and can make this creative
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experience more approachable for those who are not as familiar with art. This willingness to
engage in activities that are out of their comfort zone may display some of the fears that they
have overcome with the support of the therapeutic relationship.
While assessing the needs of individuals and preparing appropriate materials have an
impact on the possibility of developing a positive relationship, the facilitator should also be
aware of their own biases and their presence in the room, due to the fact that these factors can
also contribute to the possibility to form positive connections with the client.
These individual relationships can have a significant impact on older adults as they are
seen as individuals with many strengths and skills that are exhibited through the art making
process. Older adults may build a sense of self and feel empowered as they experience this
healthy, transparent and supportive relationship with themselves and their facilitator. This may
empower the aging population as they grow to trust in the process in order to participate in
meaningful art making.
Client & dyad and small group. Art making, and its ability to enhance relationship
building, can go beyond the intimate client and therapist relationship as the positive effects of art
as therapy programming can also be experienced in group settings. “Through participation in art
therapy programs, older adults may remain engaged with peers and their communities and
become motivated to stay active in their lives” (Stephenson, 2013, p.151). Stephenson described
that art making groups can support a better aging process for older adults. Stephenson also
explains that through participation in art therapy programs, older adults may remain engaged
with peers, which eventually has a positive impact on their quality of life and well-being. Lakin
and Burke (2019) also described how group work and shared experiences increased connections
by stating, “Successful efforts to foster friendship among persons with and without disabilities
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seem to be best around shared activities, commitments, and interests” (p. 285). It is often found
that the same members attend groups regularly, which allows people within the group to get
quite familiar with one another, if the group is meeting regularly. Some arts-based activities that
may encourage interaction include storytelling, sharing artwork, group discussions and
collaborative pieces.
Erikson (as cited in Stephenson, 2013) stated, “A group of older adults can experience the
journey of art making together, which builds cohesion and camaraderie among members” (p.
156). Encouraging people of the older adult population to participate in a program where they
can express themselves, they may be able to build their own connections as they are surrounded
by individuals who may also be living through similar aging-related experiences and changes. In
regards to the friendships built in group settings, Stephenson expressed, “Through
encouragement of one another’s artwork and creative process, they built friendships and a
support network that lived on beyond the confines of the art group” (p. 156). This shows how art
therapy programming, given to the aging population, can foster friendships and eliminate the
feeling of isolation and loneliness, beyond the weekly art session.
Client and community. Using art groups to bridge members together is a valuable way to
connect and build community. “Art can also be a significant means to build community among
people” (Bertman, 1999, p.143). Older adults are often encouraged to attend and participate in
community-based programs to highlight preserved abilities through stimulating brain functioning
and reducing social isolation and loneliness by providing opportunities to form connections.
Phinney, Moody, and Small emphasized the significance of using programs as a form of
connection by discussing how these community-engaged programs have an overall effect on
seniors physical, emotional, and social well-being. Similarly, Malin and Rogers (2013) shared
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that their project, with community arts engagement, “offered intellectual stimulation in many
different ways to groups of people who were becoming accustomed to lack of stimulation. It was
an offer they took up readily and enthusiastically; a sure sign it was improving their wellbeing”
(“Sense of purpose,” para. 6). Communal art activities that result in stimulation and positive
responses, can be transformative experiences. Lawton and La Porte (2013) stated that these
transformative experiences can “occur for adults across cultures and generations through
activities such as storytelling, social interaction, and collaborative artmaking” (p. 310).
Collaborative artmaking can initiate the connections to solidify the sense of being a part of a
community.
The ways in which community engaged programs have an impact on older adults in a
variety of different ways, emphasizes the value of promoting social interaction. Malin and
Rogers shared some of the responses from the older adults who participated in community
artmaking, which shared how older adults were empowered to feel capable, gain a sense of self
and find value in being recognized as a member of a larger community. Similarly, Lawton and
La Porte (2013), summarized the impact of community-based engagement by stating, “There are
many therapeutic and educational aspects of art and art education for the aging population, such
as the transformative potential for art to unlock the creative power of older adults through
community-based art education” (p. 310). Overall, the goal of promoting community building
and allowing older adults to be a part of something larger than themselves, in an inclusive and
empowering environment, can offer transformative experiences.
Discussion
While there are so many strengths in the art programming for older adults that exist, this
paper advocates for the field of art therapy as it explores the impact of incorporating qualified
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and trained professionals to lead art groups. Understanding the aging population and utilizing a
clinical lens for developing interventions to address the cognitive and physical needs and
limitations through a therapeutic framework is proven to have an immense impact on older
adults.
This literature review is intended to advocate for older adults by raising awareness of the
needs of the growing aging population. In response to those needs, the collection of literature
indicates how art as therapy programming can have a positive impact on older adults’ well-being
and overall quality of life, by fostering connections and establishing community. Older adults
experience a variety of age-related issues that have an effect on their ability to maintain
independence as there are effects of grief and loss, social isolation and loneliness and
interruptions and impairments in their physical, mental and emotional functioning. Since the
older adult population has vastly increased over the past few years, it can be difficult to provide
the services necessary to support these needs. This was evident in the literature findings, as each
source contributed valuable information by supporting and addressing the impact of art as
therapy programming.
As presented in this paper, many studies have shown the importance of providing proper
services, such as preventions and interventions, in response to many of the age-related needs to
provide learning and growing opportunities for older adults. In doing so, older adults can
experience an increase in self-esteem and can be empowered to form connections that can
support them in the process of building meaningful relationships and gaining a sense of
belonging through being a part of a community.
Gaining a further understanding about how necessary it is to have art as therapy programs
in place for older adults, through the collection of research, has been informative and has had an
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immense impact on the work that I have been able to provide as an art therapy intern at my
placement with older adults. The research and learnings informed my interactions with the older
adults, and the conversations and observations that I made with the residents informed my
writing process. As a believer in the power of art making, it is appropriate to share the artistic
process that happened alongside the research. As a visual learner, taking the time to step away
from the literature, to express, process and connect to the literature and formulate ideas, was
necessary. The three images that are shared were chosen to represent the different phases that I
experienced and was able to express and acknowledge while developing this paper. Below you
can observe the progression that is representative of the process of collecting data and literature
and piecing it together to formulate a cohesive review. This capstone is not only based off of the
literature and the experiences that have been shared with the older adult population but is also
informed by my own tacit knowledge and intuitive self.
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It is unfortunate and saddening to know the immediate effect this pandemic has had on
older adults, as they are a more vulnerable population. Now more than ever we need more
discussion on finding ways to improve quality of life in response to how social distancing is
contributing to social isolation, as gatherings and community spaces are closed during the time
and resources may be limited. While shifting to telehealth for mental health professionals and
deeming health care services essential are a step in the right direction, these services may not
always be inclusive or accommodate the needs of the older adult population. It is important to
acknowledge that factors such as race, class, age and ability, contribute to an older person’s
access to receive continual support and services.
While these times remain uncertain, I am honored to be a part of this practice and line of
work, as I am confident that the field of art therapy will find creative solutions to modify and
adapt, in order to provide inclusive and meaningful connections to enhance older adult’s quality
of life.
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